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County Agent’s Notes:

January 31, 2000

It’s time to prune shrubs and trees.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint
Now that we finally have some relatively cold weather to force trees and shrubs into
dormancy, it’s time to take care of those pruning chores that so often get put off until its too late.
Of all the subjects we in Extension deal with in yards and gardens, I believe pruning may be the
most subjective. If you were to ask ten people how to prune a given plant, you would probably
get ten different opinions, but because of most plant’s ability to tolerate almost any method of
pruning most of the opinions might be considered as “right”.
Before we go any further let’s look at what pruning really is. Pruning is the “art” of
cutting or otherwise removing unwanted plant growth to make a plant grow or behave the way
we want it to. Although they are often discussed together, shearing is really not a form of
pruning since this operation only removes external growth to make plants look neat.
There are several reasons for pruning plants. These include: training plants into some
desired form, rejuvenation of old plants, increasing flowers and fruit, decreasing the number of
fruit thereby making fruit or flowers larger, opening the plant to air and sunlight for disease
control and better ripening of fruit, preventing future damage, and removing injured and diseased
plant parts. All of these reasons for pruning have one thing in common; they remove whatever
plant parts that may interfere with our plans.

The most basic principle of plant pruning is that of thinning out the body of the shrub or
tree. In doing this the person doing the job should have some idea of what he/she wants the plant
to look like when the job is finished. The trick is to cut “enough” to improve the plant without
ruining it. It’s better to stop before cutting too much than to continue and damage the plant.
Shaping a tree or shrub should not be thought of as something that has to be done all at once, but
as something to be accomplished over a period of a few years. Ideally, a young shrub or tree
should be trained to the desired form beginning as soon as it is established.
Some of the most difficult-to-prune plants, or maybe I should say the most
misunderstood, are the roses. The first thing to do is to remove all the dead wood, cutting back
to just above a good, strong, outward-pointing bud on live wood. You want this top bud you
leave to point outward so that the plant will grow outward, allowing sunlight to reach the interior
of the plant. Then take out all the weak stems and and/or diseased stems. Finally, cut out any
“suckers” which may be found growing from below the level of the soil; these suckers usually
come from below the graft, and may not be the hybrid rose you want to cultivate. Since roses
bloom on the new growth, don’t hesitate to cut the plant back to a fairly short height of a foot or
so; just make sure there are active buds below your cuts to regenerate the plant. Lastly, remove
all the pruned-off material from the area and burn it if possible to destroy the source of diseases.
Another plant we get lots of pruning questions about is the crepe myrtle. One of the most
misunderstood things about this plant is that the right species should be chosen for the purpose
you have in mind. Differing varieties may grow as small as 4 feet or as tall as 35 feet. Don’t just
buy a crepe myrtle and think it will be the right one.
Crepe myrtle should be pruned a little later because if you do it now you may get winter
injury. Wait until about the end of March or first of April. For the most common applications of

this flowering tree, I recommend pruning off wood that is a quarter inch or smaller, and don’t lop
off the top unless you are willing to look at an ugly stump for a year or so. For some reason, the
practice of “beheading” crepe myrtles has become popular, but I think it really damages the
plant. A tree with three to five clean, well pruned trunks with an abundance of blooms and
foliage at the top is to me the ideal for this plant. Be sure to mulch the base of the plant well
with something like pinestraw as a way of preventing “weed-eater disease”.
For fruit trees, the rules are to let in sunlight by leaving the canopy thin and open.
Prevent limbs from getting too long and being torn off by wind or the weight of fruit. Keep
“suckers” clipped off so branches don’t develop in the wrong place. Anything beyond these
principles is cosmetic.
Lastly, when making any cut on any plant, make sure your tools are sharp. Make the cut
close to the main plant so that the cut will heal rapidly. When you leave a stump, it will die and
fall off, leaving a hole where disease may attack the main branch or trunk. I suggest dressing the
cut with good linseed-based outdoor paint, or you can get special dressing materials at the garden
centers. We have literature that goes into further detail. Call our office at
mail it to you, or you can come by our office at the Attala Fairgrounds.
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